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Spoilers or Governance Actors?  
Engaging Armed Non-State Groups in Areas of Limited Statehood
Ulrich Schneckener
Abstract
Armed non-state groups pose a severe challenge for peace- and state-building processes. De-
pending on the situation, they may act as both spoilers and governance actors. This paper aims 
at presenting a framework for analysing armed groups as well as forms of engagement for 
international actors. It first describes various armed groups, which need to be distinguished 
in order to highlight specific profiles, as ideal types. Secondly, a number of strategies for dea-
ling with these groups will be introduced and discussed by referring to realist, institutionalist 
and constructivist approaches. Thirdly, the conclusion will point to key problems and limits of 
these approaches when addressing the spectrum of armed groups. The argument here is that 
these approaches - despite their differences - by and large are directed to similar profiles of 
armed groups while other forms of non-state violence are systematically neglected.
Zusammenfassung
Nicht-staatliche Gewaltakteure sind eine besondere Herausforderung für Peace- und State-
building-Prozesse. Je nach Situation agieren bewaffnete Gruppen als „Störenfriede“ oder als 
Governance-Akteure. Dieses Papier verfolgt die Absicht, einen konzeptionellen Rahmen für 
die Analyse von nicht-staatlichen Gewaltakteuren sowie der Gegenstrategien durch interna-
tionale Akteure bereitzustellen. Zunächst werden verschiedene Profile von bewaffneten Grup-
pen in Form von Idealtypen unterschieden. Zweitens werden eine Reihe von Strategien im 
Umgang mit solchen Akteuren eingeführt und diskutiert, wobei zwischen realistischen, in-
stitutionalistischen und konstruktivistischen Ansätzen unterschieden wird. Drittens verweist 
das Papier auf zentrale Probleme und Grenzen dieser Ansätze. Insbesondere wird deutlich, 
dass sich diese Strategien – ungeachtet ihrer inhaltlichen Differenzen – auf ähnliche Profile 
bewaffneter Gruppen konzentrieren, während andere Formen von nichtstaatlicher Gewalt 
systematisch vernachlässigt werden. 
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Uganda,	Kenya,	 Sudan,	Chad,	 Ethiopia,	 Somalia,	 Iraq,	 Palestine/Israel,	Afghanistan,	 India,	 Pakistan,	
Nepal,	Sri	Lanka,	Bangladesh,	Myanmar,	Philippines.	See	http://www.pcr.uu.se/gpdatabase/search.php;	
9.5.2009.









































































2. The “Universe” of Armed Non-State Groups
Generally	speaking,	armed non-state groups	are	(i)	willing	and	capable	to	use	violence	for	pursuing	
their	objectives	and	(ii)	not	integrated	into	formalised	state	institutions	such	as	regular	armies,	





















mountainous	 regions	or	 in	 remote	 areas	 that	 are	beyond	 the	 central	 government’s	 control.7	
Some	writers	have	propagated	the	concept	of	an	urban	guerrilla	that	is	supposed	to	function	
as	a	vanguard	for	the	rural	guerrilla.8	According	to	the	doctrine	of	guerrilla	warfare	as	develo-
ped	by	Mao Tse Tung, Ernesto Che Guevara	or	Frantz Fanon,	guerrilla	fighters	depend	on	the	local	




















Handbook of Urban Guerrilla Warfare	(1969)	inspired	numerous	(mostly	leftist)	guerrillas	and	terrorist	
groups.	Marighela	himself	founded	the	ALN	(Ação Libertadora Nacional)	that	became	known	to	a	larger	
public	through	the	terrorist	attacks	it	launched.





Interahamwé	 in	 1994,	 sponsored	 by	 the	 government	 of	 Rwanda.	Nevertheless	militias	 often	
evade	government	control	and,	in	the	course	of	a	conflict,	develop	their	own	agenda.	One	pro-
minent	example	would	be	the	development	of	the	anti-rebel	movement	Autodefensas Unidas de 
Colombia	(AUC)	in	Colombia	(see	Richani	2007).	Self-proclaimed	defenders	of	a	status	quo	such	































































Terrorists	use	violent	means	 for	spreading	panic	and	fear	among	the	population	 in	order	 to	
achieve	political	goals,	be	they	based	on	left-	or	right-wing,	on	social-revolutionary,	ethno-na-
tional	or	 religious	 ideologies	 (see	Guelke	1995;	Waldmann	1998).	They	use	violence	not	only	
to	shock	and	intimidate	society	but	also	to	mobilise	sympathisers	and	supporters	as	well	as	
to	contribute	to	the	radicalisation	of	a	conflict.	In	this	sense,	terrorism	is	a	“communication	
strategy”	 conveying	political	messages	 to	 friends	 and	 foes	 alike	 (Waldmann	 1998:	 13).	Terro-
rist	groups	are	typically	organised	in	a	clandestine	way,	most	often	in	small	groups	and	cells,	
sometimes	also	 in	 larger	cross-border	networks.	Most	 long-standing	terrorist	groups	have	a	
certain	degree	of	hierarchy	with	a	leadership	and	command	level	at	the	top;	however,	the	cell	
11	See	 the	 classic	 analysis	 by	 Sahlins	 (1963).	 For	more	 recent	 examples	 of	 clan	 politics	 see	 Englebert	
(2002);	Ssereo	(2003);	Collins	(2004,	2006);	Schatz	(2004).
12	On	warlordism	 see	 Reno	 (1998);	 Nissen/Radtke	 (2002);	 Jackson	 (2003);	 Giustozzi	 (2003,	 2005);	Vinci	
(2007).
































four	drug	cartels	 (Sinaloa, Tijuana, Juárez	 and	Gulf),	 caused	more	 than	10.000	deaths	between	
2006	and	2008	(see	Hoffmann	2009).	Prominent	historic	and	current	cases	of	manifest	criminal	
structures,	sometimes	developed	over	decades	and	generations,	are	the	US-American	La Cosa 
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the	Asian	Big Circle Boys,	the	Russian	mafiya	groupings	(e.g.	Solntseva,	Tambov),	the	Taiwanese	
































company	Executive Outcomes	in	Angola	and	Sierra	Leone,	the	British	Defence System Ltd.	in	Co-









(soldiers	 by	day,	 rebels	 by	night).	As	described	paradigmatically	 in	 the	 case	of	 Sierra	Leone,	







2.1 Similarities and Differences
Despite	their	different	profile,	there	is	a	number	of	common	features	which	makes	it	increa-
singly	difficult	to	distinguish	analytically	between	these	types.	In	particular,	three	trends	have	













































Change versus status quo orientation:	 Some	 armed	non-state	 actors	 seek	 a	 (radical)	 change	
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on	the	other	hand,	might	have	territorial	ambitions	 (e.g.	the	creation	of	their	own	state);	





(especially	 large)	militia	organisations	are	capable	of	 securing	or	re-conquering	 territory	
from	rebels,	whereas	other	units	are	assigned	special	tasks	apart	from	territorial	control,	
such	as	the	persecution	of	dissidents.
Physical versus psychological use of violence:	Each	act	of	violence	entails	a	physical	and	psycho-
logical	aspect;	however,	for	some	groups	one	aspect	may	be	more	important	than	the	other.	
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ter-strategies	and	counter-measures	and	to	assess	which	actors	are	more	or	less	likely	to	spoil	
international	state-	and	peace-building	efforts.	
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structure	where	central	decision-making	can	no	longer	be	assured	–	all	these	factors	may	make	
deals	by	international	mediators	or	facilitators	with	these	actors	more	and	more	difficult.




of	 options	 for	“spoiler	management”	 at	 its	 disposal.	One	prominent	 attempt	 to	 systematise	
strategies	 for	dealing	with	non-state	 armed	groups	 is	Stedman’s	 (1997),	which	distinguished	
three	so-called	spoiler	management	strategies:	positive	propositions	or	inducements	in	order	



















actor.	Thus,	 the	directions	do	not	only	differ	 regarding	 strategies	 and	 instruments,	but	 also	
show	different	underlying	assumptions	with	respect	 to	 learning	processes	of	armed	groups,	
ranging	from	pure	adaptation	to	changes	of	preferences	 to	changes	of	 identity.	Accordingly,	















Table 2: Approaches for Dealing with Armed Non-State Groups































activities	of	armed	non-state	groups	and,	 thereby,	 reducing	 their	 freedom	to	manoeuvre	
and	communicate.	The	aim	 is	 to	maintain	a	 certain	 status	quo	and	 to	put	 these	groups	
under	strict	surveillance	(by	using	police	and	intelligence	measures).	This	can	be	done	in	
16	For	instance,	the	ICC	has	issued	warrants	of	arrest	against	five	leading	members	of	the	rebel-style	Lord 
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particular	with	groups	who	are	concentrated	in	a	certain	territory	which	can	be	cut	off	(e.g.	
by	the	use	of	fences	or	check	points)	from	the	rest	of	the	country	(see	Palestine/Israel).	
Marginalisation and isolation:	This	 approach	 is	 concerned	with	 reducing	 the	political	 and	











































1997;	 Zegveld	 2002).	As	 facilitators	 or	mediators	 they	would	 try	 to	 urge	 armed	 actors	 to	
refrain	from	the	use	of	force	and	to	abandon	maximalist	political	demands.	For	that	pur-
pose,	 informal	 contacts,	multi-track	 diplomacy	 and	 extensive	 pre-negotiations	 are	 often	





















































































4. Conclusion: Problems and Limits
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